‘What Was Really' Great About The Great Society
By Joseph A. Califano Jr. : -

If there is a prize for the political scam of the 20th century, it should go to the
conservatives for propagafing as conventional wisdom that the Great Society programs of
the 1960s werea misguided and failed social experiment that wasted taxpayers' money.

Nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, from 1963 when Lyndon Johnson took
office until 1970 as the impact of his Great Society programs were felt, the portion of
Americans living below the poverty line dropped from 22.2 percent to 12.6 percent, the
[most dramatic decline over such a brief period in this century. Since then, the poverty
rate has hovered at about the 13 percent {evel and sits at 13.3 percent today, still a
disgraceful Jevel in the context of the greatest economic boom in our history. But if the
Great Society had not achieved that dramatic reduction in poverty, and the nation had not
maintained it, 24 million more Americans would today be living below the poverty level.
This reduction in poverty did not just happen. 1t was the result of 2 focused,
tenacious effort to revolutionize the role of the federal government with a series of
interventions that enriched the lives of millions of Americans. In those tumultuous Great
Society years, the President submitted, and Congress enacted, more than 100 major
proposals in oach of the 89th and 90th Congresses. In that era of do-it-now optimism,
government was peither a bad man to be tarred and feathered nor a bag man to collect

campaign contributions, but an instrument to help the most vulperable in our society.
‘What has the verdict been? Did the programs We put into place in the 1960s
vindicate our belief in the responsibility and capacity of the national government {0
achjeve such ambitious goals «or do they stand as proof of the government's inability to
ffect dramatic change that helps our people?

A Fair Start

The Great Society saw government as providing 2 hand up, not a handout. The
cornerstone was a thriving economy (which the 1964 tax cut sparked); in such
circumstances, most Americans would be able to enjoy the material blessings of society.
Others would need the Jind of help most of us got from our parentschealth care,
education and training, and housing, as well as a nondiscriminatory shotat
employment<to share {n our nation's wealth. ' -

BEducation and health were central to opening up the promise of American life to
all. With the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the Great Society for the
first time committed the federal government to helping local school districts. Its higher
education legislation, with scholarships, grants, and work-study programs, opened
college to any American with the necessary brains and ambition, however thin daddy's

wallet or empty mominy's purse. Bilingual education, which today serves one million
individuals, was designed to teach Hispanic youngsters subjects like math and history in
their own language for a couple of years while they learned English, so they would not
£al] behind. Special education legislation has helped millions of children with learning
disabilities...

The impact of the Great Society's health programs has been stunning, In 1963, most
elderly Americans had no health insuxance. Few retirement plans provided any such '
coverage. The poor had little access to medical treatment until they were in critical

_condition. Only wealthier Americans could get the finest care, and only by travelingto a
few big cities like Boston o New Y ork.

Is revolution too strong & word? Since 1965,79 million Americans have signed up
for Medicare. In 1966, 19 million were enrolled; in 1998, 39 million. Since 1966,
Medicaid has served more than 200 million needy Ammericans., In 1967, it served 10
million poor citizens; in 1997, 39 million. The 1968 Heart, Cancer and Stroke legislation

has pro‘vxded funds to create centers of medical excellence in just about every major
cityfrom Seattle t0 Houston, Miami to Cleveland, New Orleans to St Louis. To staff
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these centers, the 1965 Health Professions Bducational Assistance Act provided resources
to double the number of doctors graduating from medical schools, froim 8,000 to 16,000.
That Act also increased the pool of specialists and researchers, nurses, and paramedics.
Community health centers, also part of the Great Society health care agenda, today serve
almost eight million Americans annually. The Great Society's commitment to fund basic
medical research lifted the National Institutes of Health to unprecedented financial

" heights, seeding a harvest of medical miracles.

Closely related to these health programs were efforts to reduce malnutrition and .
hunger. Today, the Gieat Society's food stamp program helps feed more than 20 million
men, women, and children in more than 8 million households. Since it was launched in
1967, the school breakfast program has provided a daily breakfast to nearly 100 million
schoolchildren. '

Taken together, these programs have played a pivotal role in recasting America's
demographic profile. In 1964, life expectancy was 66.6 years for men and 73.1 years for
women (69.7 years overall). In a single generation, by. 1997, life expectancy jumped 10
percent: for men, to 73.6 years; for women, to 79.2 years (76.5 years overall). The jump
was highest among the less adyantaged, suggesting that better nutrition and accessto
health care have played an even larger role than medical miracles. Infant mortality stood
at 26 deaths for each 1,000 live births when LBJ took office; today it stands at only 7.3
deaths per 1,000 live births, a reduction of almost 75 percent. :

Great Society contributions to racial equality were not only civic and political. In
1960, black life expectancy was 63.6 years, not even long enough to benefit from the
Social Security taxes that black citizens paid during their working lives. By 1997, black
life expectancy was 71.2 years, thanks almost entirely to Medicaid, community health
centers, job training, food stamps, and other Great Society programs. In 1960, the infant -
mortality rate for blacks was 44.3 for each 1,000 live births; in 1997, that rate had
plummeted by two-thirds, to 14.7. Tn 1960, only 20 percent of blacks completed high
school and only 3 percent finished college; in 1997,75 percent completed high school
and more than 13 percent earned college degrees.

What is Johnson’s “Great Society” vision?

How did he seek to achieve this vision? Be specific!! "

Education?
Health Insurance?

Racial Equality?

Poverty? /;

What is the authdr’s argument about the impact of Johnson’s programs

-136-




